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The bottom line is that it is up to 
governments to take action to prevent 
hunger and future famine.
When Tesfaye Getachew and his wife, Senait Gebre-Selassie, experienced asevere drought on the heels of two years of dry weather in Ethiopia, theyhad to sell off the last of their belongings to buy food. But this wasn’t
enough to see them through more than a month or two because their assets were
so meager. When what little food they had ran out, Tesfaye was forced to beg. As
conditions worsened for everyone in the village because of the drought, neighbors
no longer helped each other, but fought each other for the handfuls of roots still
left in the fields. Twenty-five of the 100 families living in the village were wiped out
by cholera, which signaled the peak of the famine.
Famine. As we watch the gaunt faces on television, we wonder why does
famine happen. Should we blame the drought? Should we blame the war? Who or
what should we blame, and what can be done about it?
As researchers and policymakers work to answer these questions, they have
found that poverty, for the most part, is to blame. But poverty is complex, and its
solutions lie in its causes, which vary from locale to locale. Only after these causes
are examined can solutions be developed.
“Poverty is one of the most important unfinished tasks of this century,” said
Senator Sartaj Aziz, former finance minister of Pakistan and a member of the inter-
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national advisory committee for IFPRI’s 2020 Vision initiative. “It is atrocious that
there are still over 1 billion people living in poverty, half of them in conditions of
extreme poverty, and an estimated 700 million people who lack enough food to eat.”
Unfortunately, the most prevalent behavior exhibited by governments and the
donor community toward poverty has been reactive—after poverty has led to
famine.
“The proportion of money from the international donor community that has
been made available to fight poverty has not been very significant,” said Aziz. “In
the late 1970s and early 1980s the problem of poverty received some attention, and
many successful experiments were launched to find meaningful ways to reach the
poor. However, the interest of the donor community in poverty was not sustained.
In the next decade, there needs to be a much more determined effort to put these
promising solutions into action on a much broader scale.”
Once poverty reaches a state of famine, it is clear that there have been serious
human lapses, in addition to whatever natural disasters might have occurred.
“Famine is ultimately the responsibility of governments both in its cause and
in its resolution,” said Patrick Webb, research fellow at IFPRI, who has written, with
Joachim von Braun, several IFPRI reports on famine prevention and an IFPRI
report on hunger for the World Bank’s recent conference on hunger. “Famine is the
final manifestation of government’s failure to serve and protect its citizens. Famine
also represents a breakdown in the community’s ability to protect itself and its weak-
er members. Famine happens when governments and households fail to make the
right moves and the right choices at the right moment.”
There has been much debate about what the right “moves” are for governments
and households in preventing poverty and, ultimately, hunger, food insecurity, and
famine. According to Aziz, governments should first carry out a systematic survey
to find out the causes of poverty in a particular location and then decide on how
best to address these causes.
“Everything can work in the right context,” said Webb. “No strategy is inher-
ently better than another. Understanding when and where to use each tool is what
matters.”
According to Webb, governments and the international aid community must
build up the capacity of the poor to buy food and to cope with small and large
catastrophes.
The range of options includes diversifying the income base through nonfarm
jobs so that families don’t have to rely solely on rainfed agriculture; investing in agri-
cultural research and transferring technology, such as drought-resistant and high-
yielding crops, to farmers; allowing markets to function freely so that the buying
and selling of food is not affected by artificial restrictions and political turmoil; pro-
viding some of the poor with food subsidies such as food stamps; making credit
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available to the poor for building up assets and purchasing needed farm supplies;
investing in road building and other infrastructure because markets cannot work if
there are no roads on which food can be delivered; and promoting sustainable use
of the natural resource base.
According to Aziz, aid efforts also need to focus on social issues that contribute
to poverty, including inadequate health care and sanitation, lack of literacy, and dis-
crimination against segments of the population on the basis of race or ethnicity.
“However, many of these solutions have not received international acceptance
mainly because of the cost-benefit requirement of aid dollars,” said Aziz. “How can
you put a financial return on an investment in education or vocational training?”
Researchers also call on governments and the donor community to be rigor-
ous in seeking out early warning signs of impending hunger or famine. According
to Tom Zopf, director of Food Aid Management, a Washington, D.C.-based organ-
ization that seeks to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of food aid, “People
have certain coping mechanisms that they use to survive through the low periods,
such as using their savings, selling off assets like the family possessions or livestock,
and sending family members off to the cities in search of work. These actions only
make families more vulnerable to hunger, and governments must be able to track
and act upon them before families and whole communities end up in refugee
camps.”
Researchers also point out the value in asking the community itself what needs
to be done. “People need to have more control over their own resources and over
the development process, be it agriculture, health, or family planning,” said Zopf.
“In the development community, we have many solutions, but unless the people
affected tell us what the right ones are, we’ll be nowhere.”
In the past, according to Zopf, food aid, for the most part, did nothing to pre-
vent the next famine or hunger in the coming years. Recently, there have been efforts
to obtain long-term development benefits from emergency-relief activities, such as
food-for-work programs where roads or other infrastructure are constructed or the
provision of nutritional or vocational counseling in relief camps. “You need to do
what you can where you can and try to get as much development mileage out of
emergency aid as possible,” said Zopf. “But this takes ingenuity and creativity.”
Given the twin pressures of the burgeoning population and a limited natural
resource base, poverty is also inextricably linked to the environment. Growing fam-
ily size and deepening poverty force families to cultivate marginal lands and reduce
fallow periods, which only make the next years more difficult. Although, accord-
ing to Aziz, conservation of the environment is crucial, it cannot fall on the shoul-
ders of the poor. “For example, if you ask poor farmers and pastoralists living in
conditions of extreme poverty to stop cutting down trees for their fuel, then you
must provide them with subsidized kerosene and stoves.”
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When military conflicts and political turmoil spur the onslaught of famine,
what can be done? Not much except delivering emergency food aid and relief to the
affected areas as soon as possible, according to researchers. “However, a past record
of political instability should not be an excuse for not doing anything in a country
when there is a window of opportunity,” said Webb. “The international donor com-
munity should step in and reward peace and political stability with long-term devel-
opment aid wherever and whenever it occurs.”
Hunger is most acute now in Sub-Saharan Africa, but in terms of actual num-
bers, more people are hungry in Asia—in India, China, and Bangladesh. Some won-
der why famine and malnutrition ever occur at all given the world’s great food
surpluses. According to Webb, the surpluses are in the wrong places. “When you’re
talking about surpluses, you’re talking about Europe and North America. Though
some is redistributed to the developing world through food aid, this is really a drop
in the ocean compared with the need.”
The bottom line is that it is up to governments to take action to prevent
hunger and future famine. Amartya Sen, a leading researcher on hunger issues, has
found that democracies tend to do better at preventing famines, probably because
governments in democracies are charged with being responsible to the needs of the
people who elected them.
“From a cynical point of view, it actually costs more to respond to emergen-
cies, which are a constant drain on international aid dollars, than to invest proper-
ly in preventing them,” said Webb. And prevention will be an essential task in the
coming years as the world sees the population increase by 2.5 billion people by the
year 2020.
